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Contra Aid: Who Are the Planners?

By LESLIE H. GELB
Special to The New York Times

WASHINGTON, Oct. 22 — When Con-
gress barred the Administration from
providing military aid to Nicaraguan
rebel forces, the system adjusted, as
Administration officials put it, so that
aid continued to reach the contras.
The question that has
arisen, in Congress and
elsewhere, is whether the
Administration is directly
or indirectly involved in
the continuation of that aid
and if so, what was the nature of that
involvement.

According to a number of official ac-
counts, three things happened:

9Senior Administration officials, in
conjunction with a number of private
American citizens, did help devise a
plan three years ago to insure that the
contras received lethal as well as non-
lethal aid from private groups.

9When the plan was first set in mo-
tion, these officials did what was neces-
sary to facilitate these ‘‘private”
operations — opening doors with
friendly leaders in Central America
and gathering funds from places like
Saudi Arabia. :

9Throughout, these officials kept
themselves generally informed of what
was going on, and by one account, even
maintained ‘‘operational contact’’ with
the private groups supplying the mili-
tary equipment.

At Center of Planning

The Reagal injstration officis

‘cials we -

ning: Willlam J. Casey, Director of
entrad intelligence; Lieut. Col. Oliver

!:I Eor?_i of tﬁe Maﬂnﬁ wﬂ i% Na-
tional Security Council sta ﬂbt

ﬁram:::s; %ssistant SEEEEEa g_&m
or Inter-American Affairs.

r. Abrams was described by one
key participant as ‘“‘the general strate-
gist,”” and Mr. Casey and Colonel North
as more concerned with operations.

News
Analysis

The officials who provided this infor-
mation said there was no “paper trail,”
meaning no studies or policy option
papers exist.

Most of the officials interviewed

maintained that these activities did
not violate the law.

Law Changed in 1984

They pointed out that at the time the
plan was worked out, there was no Con-
gressional prohibition against doing so.
In 1983, the law simply stated that no
military equipment, advice or support
could be provided “for the purpose of
overthrowing the Government of Nica-
ragua or provoking a military ex-
change between Nicaragua and Hon-
duras.”

ened in 1984, it simply stated that the
funds approved should not be spent to
support ‘‘directly or indirectly, mili-
tary or paramilitary operations in
Nicaragua by any nation, group, organ-
ization, movement or individual.'’

In the view of these officials, plan-
ning in the form of encouragement of
private groups and of facilitating their
activities did not contravene the laws.
But these and other officials also said
they were not aware of discussions or
studies at the time within the Adminis-
tration about whether the Administra-
tion’s role might run afoul of the law in
fact as well as in spirit. -

In a Sense, a Moot Issue

The legal issues, in a sense, became
moot today as President Reagan
signed an executive order putting the
new legisiation into effect. Under great
pressure from the Administration,
Congress agreed to provide $100 mil-
lion for lethal and nonlethal aid to the
contras this year.

All of the officials interviewed said
senior Administration officials were
aware throughout of the activities of
the private groups. They provided con-
flicting accounts, however, on the role
of certain officials in facilitating these
activities and on whether the officials

knew that lethal aid was invoived.

The g[ﬂgj%l mitéon of the Adminis-
trat — from retary of State
George P. Shuitz, to entral Intelli-
ence Agency, the J
had no ‘“‘links’’ or ‘‘connections
military-suppl rations.

‘But_all _accounts, Vice President
ush, Mr. Casey and others did encour-

B
age private support of the contras, apd
hey did so publicly as well as privats

Even when this law was strength- a

By _most gﬁgﬁw, Mr. Casey, Colo-
 nel North and others ay a role in
‘—i‘r—r—m%’w—m—aam 3 Americans, Saudis and others
rovide money for unspecilied aid to
e_contras.

Yy most accounts, these same offi-
cials taiked with top civilian and mili-
tary officials in the Salvadoran and
Honduran governments to facilitate
the operations of the private groups.
The Administration officials were said
to have arranged for the private
groups to use air bases, storage facili-
ties, and the like in El Salvador and in
Honduras.

But the officials disfﬂ on
whether Mr. Casex1 r. Abrams and

I'S were aware e or mili-
equipment was being provided.
tite House meetings, the
made no secret that they knew that
these groups were down there operat-
ing with official Salvadoran and Hon-
duran blessing, but no one at these
meetings every said anything about le-
thal aid,” said one participant. ‘‘But
while it wasn’t stated explicitly, it was
understood by all.”

It is difficuit to reconstruct exactly
what senior Administration officials |
did on this issue over the last three'
years to keep the military pipeline
open to the contras. But two points are
clear from the interviews.

First, the leaders of the Administra-
tion had no doubt about their policy. It
was, and remains, to do whatever is
necessary to either radically change
the present Nicaraguan Government
or to remove it from power.

Second, the leaders also felt that the
laws were murky enough not to stand
in their way.

Some legislators have contended.
that the Administration and the private
groups are in violation of the Neutral-
ity Act of 1794. That law provides for
prosecution of ‘‘whoever, within the
United States, knowingly begins or sets
on foot or provides or prepares a
means for or furnishes the money for,
or takes part in, any military or naval
expedition or enterprise to be carried
on from thence” against a foreign gov-
ernment with which “the United States
is at peace.”

To this, the Administration has re-|
sponded that Congress itself has au-
thorized aid to the contras in various’
forms. Further, in April 1984, the Jus-
tice Department informed Congress
that in its view the Neutrality Act does
not prohibit anything done in *‘the con.
duct of official foreign policy.”
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